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Prevalence and predictors of secondary trauma in the legal profession:

a systematic review
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There has been increased scrutiny of occupations that less obviously experience adverse
impacts from indirect exposure to trauma. In legal professions, repeated exposure to clients
who have experienced trauma comprises a significant part in the role of lawyers, attorneys,
solicitors and judges. The current review aimed to explore the prevalence and risk factors of
secondary trauma reported by such legal professionals. A systematic search using seven
psychological and legal databases elicited 10 articles for review. Quality appraisal revealed
several methodological frailties in the reviewed articles. Thus, the findings should be
interpreted with caution. Results indicated comparatively high prevalence of secondary
trauma in legal professionals, and highlighted predictors and correlates of secondary trauma
(gender, work experience, personal trauma and level of exposure). The review emphasised
significant variability between the studies making systematic comparisons challenging, as
well as the need for further conceptually consistent and scientifically robust studies.
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Introduction

Repeated exposure to clients who have
encountered trauma is a dimension of working
within legal occupations. Indeed, legal profes-
sionals, particularly those employed in crim-
inal law, will experience work with vulnerable
victims of crime. This exposure implies con-
tact with traumatogenic material, such as
graphic, injurious photographic evidence or
witness accounts and narratives of traumatic
events, accompanied by heightened levels of
emotions and distress from clients. Work tasks
may involve direct and indirect experience of
strong emotions through consultation with cli-
ents pursuing custody and liability battles,
imprisonment, managing court proceedings or
issuing sentences, which may also imply

trauma exposure. Given the frequency of such
work-related exposure, legal professionals
may themselves be vulnerable to adverse psy-
chological impacts (James, 2020).

In 2013, the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders—Fifth Edition
(DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association,
2013) included indirect occupational exposure
as a viable criterion for the post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) diagnosis. Symptoms
of PTSD include intrusions, avoidance, nega-
tive alterations in cognition/mood and altera-
tions in arousal and reactivity. The reported
criterion related to indirect exposure specifies
possible at-risk professions, such as first res-
ponders and health professionals (Greinacher
etal., 2019).
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In recent years there has been greater
awareness and research examining the poten-
tial adverse effects of indirect trauma, particu-
larly on health and social care professionals;
notably nurses (Yang & Kim, 2012), mental
health professionals (Collins & Long, 2003),
therapists (Canfield, 2005) and social workers
(McFadden et al., 2015). Recently, research
has broadened its scope to other occupations
that may also potentially experience adverse
impacts from indirect exposure to trauma.

Occupational distress in the

legal profession

For this review, the term ‘legal profession’
encapsulates several different roles: barristers,
attorneys, solicitors, lawyers and judges.
These professionals, often associated with
high status and high earning, also report sig-
nificant indices of psychological morbidity,
such as elevated levels of clinical depression,
anxiety and stress (JLD, 2019) and excessive
alcohol use (Krill et al., 2016).

Furthermore, a growing body of research
shows that other groups involved in legal proc-
esses experience distress. Up to 50% of crim-
inal jurors reported trauma-related symptoms
following their involvement in criminal court
(Lonergan et al., 2016), known as juror stress
(Miller & Bornstein, 2004). It follows that
other legal professionals exposed to similar
traumatic processes and materials may be
similarly affected.

Additionally, an expanding evidence base
suggests that other professions working within
the legal and justice system exhibit adverse
effects from indirect exposure to trauma; not-
ably, police officers have been extensively
researched compared to other legal profes-
sions. Reviews of adverse impacts for police
officers following exposure to traumatised
individuals indicated that gender and personal
trauma history were potential risk factors,
whilst peer/social support, use of humour and
organisational recognition of distress were
potential resilience factors (Greinacher et al.,
2019, MacEachern et al.,, 2011). Related

professions might show similar predictors
from indirect exposure to trauma.

Conceptual clarification

The adverse impacts of exposure to others’
distress was first identified amongst those
working in human services and constructed as
‘burnout’. Initially conceived by Maslach
(Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Maslach et al.,
1996), burnout encompasses exhaustion,
depersonalisation, reduced personal accom-
plishment and cynicism due to work requiring
intense emotional involvement with clients
over time, culminating in  occupa-
tional exhaustion.

Emerging from psychotherapeutic encoun-
ters, vicarious trauma (VT) was described by
Pearlman and Saakvitne (1995). They noted
changes in therapists’ inner schemata about
their views of the world and their safety within
it, via exposure to traumatised clients.
Discriminant validity proposed that VT is dis-
tinct from other concepts of secondary trauma
due to the transformative cognitive processes
that occur (Baird & Kracen, 2006).

At much the same time, Figley (1995)
noted PTSD-like symptoms in social workers
who had been exposed to traumatised clients,
including symptoms such as hyperarousal,
flashbacks and avoidance. This distress with
trauma-like features was termed secondary
traumatic stress (STS), arising via four mecha-
nisms: empathetic engagement; personal
trauma history; unresolved trauma; and work-
ing with childhood trauma. Figley also coined
the term compassion fatigue (CF), using the
term interchangeably with STS. In 2010,
Stamm redefined the term CF given the
valence of the word fatigue, instead suggesting
both STS and burnout as two constituent ele-
ments forming CF. Further refinement of the
construct was conducted by Nolte et al
(2017), whose review offered a model explain-
ing trigger factors and physical and emotional
symptoms. Symptoms included fatigue, phys-
ical pain, disturbed sleep, withdraw and
hopelessness.
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Thus indirect trauma exposure can contrib-
ute to forms of occupational distress that are
variably and inconsistently described as burn-
out, VT, STS and CF. Attempts have been
made to provide clarification; however, over-
lap in descriptions and domains remains, core
features are contested (Elwood et al., 2011),
and diverse operationalisation and measure-
ment have generated a cadre of research under
differing conceptual frameworks. For the pur-
poses of this review, the collective term of sec-
ondary trauma is used to encapsulate the
phenomena as mentioned earlier (burnout, VT,
STS and CF), thought to arise from effects of
indirect trauma exposure.

Why examine secondary trauma in legal
professionals?

Given that legal professionals appear regularly
exposed to traumatogenic material, a critical
appraisal and synthesis of the extent of any
secondary trauma and potential risk factors
seem warranted. A recent review (James,
2020) examined the history of trauma-
informed legal practice and recent studies of
lawyer’s wellbeing, while discussing the rec-
ognition of secondary trauma within the legal
profession. This article also puts great
emphasis on the relative paucity of studies so
far and the need for organisational recognition
and structural trauma-informed change.

To date, there has been no systematic
attempt to summarise, appraise and synthesise
published research. While such work-related
distress will be captured variously, examining
quantitative research focusing on prevalence
and risk factors under the rubric of secondary
trauma should summarise the extent of
reported difficulties and factors related to
them. Potentially, this will contribute to identi-
fying gaps in the research base and offer sug-
gestions to mitigate distress and opportunities
for further research. The current review thus
has the following aims:

1. To examine the prevalence of second-
ary trauma in legal professionals and

the dominant means of measuring
the phenomena.

2. To understand what predictors and asso-
ciated factors within the legal profession
appear to contribute to secondary
trauma, including how those suggested
factors explain levels of variance in
developed secondary trauma.

Method
Study design

A study protocol, and its reporting, was
informed by Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) recommendations (Moher et al.,
2009) and the Centre for Reviews and
Dissemination. The current review was not reg-
istered with International Prospective Register
of systematic reviews (PROSPERO) (Booth
et al., 2012), but interrogation of the database
revealed no registered reviews on this topic.

Search strategy

The search strategy was developed with a
senior university librarian. Initial scoping
searches identified no current literature
reviews on indirect trauma exposure in the
legal professions, but an examination of grey
literature via Google scholar revealed a grow-
ing evidence base regarding indirect trauma-
tisation and occupational distress across
professional groups.

A systematic search strategy was under-
taken in October 2019, informed by Population,
Intervention, Comparison, Outcome, Study
type (PICOS) (Table 1). Seven databases
(PsychINFO, PILOTS, PubMed, Web of
Science, Westlaw UK, Business Source
Premier and Criminal Justice Abstracts) were
utilised to ensure coverage of health research,
social sciences and legal subjects. The search
terms employed included: ‘burnout’” OR
‘compassion fatigue’ OR ‘secondary trauma’
OR ‘vicarious trauma’ OR ‘PTSD’, with com-
binations of: ‘solicitor” OR ‘barrister’ OR
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PICOS-statement informing inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria

Exclusion criteria

P: Population

solicitors, lawyers and judges.

I: Intervention N/A

C: Comparison
comparative studies.

Prevalence or predictors of

secondary trauma.

O: Outcome

S: Study type
independently discernible
quantitative data.

Legal professions; barristers, attorneys,

Including both comparative and non-

Quantitative and mixed methods with

Other professions, including law

enforcement and policing.
Aim to measure coping strategies
N/A

Study aimed to measure direct trauma.

Qualitative studies, editorials
and reviews.

‘lawyer’ OR ‘attorney’ OR ‘judge’ OR ‘legal’,
with all variations and synonyms of the terms.
Boolean operation and truncation methods were
carried out in individual databases.

Selection criteria for studies

The filters applied to the databases limited
results to ‘peer-reviewed publications’ and
‘English language’. The author determined
study eligibility for inclusion. No date restric-
tions were made given no literature reviews
were found during initial scoping. All results
from the databases were exported to EndNote
X9, where all duplicates were removed auto-
matically, as well as manually.

Eligibility criteria for selected studies were
guided by the PICOS method. The inclusion
criteria were employed during the examination
of titles and abstracts, with reference mining
employed to ensure all salient articles were
included. Thirty-four articles met the inclusion
criteria and were read in full. After reading, 24
articles were excluded (Figure 1).

Data extraction

A specially constructed form was developed to
extract salient information. Essential informa-
tion extracted comprised: author and publica-
tion date; aims; sample demographics;
sampling method; study design; measures;
analysis (reliability and validity); results; con-
clusions; implications; and limitations. To clar-
ify how secondary trauma had been conceived

and applied, the definition adopted in each
paper was included as well as psychometric
properties of measures, method of statistical
analysis and effect sizes.

Quality appraisal

After paper selection, articles were assessed
for quality using Downes et al.’s (2016)
‘Appraisal Tool for Cross-sectional Studies’
(AXIS). AXIS was developed to address a
need for specificity, generalisability and trans-
ferability often absent in other tools appraising
cross-sectional ~ studies. Its development
included a Delphi panel adding to its robust-
ness by applying expertise and evidence from
several different disciplines. Its use in this
review is to assess and compare study quality
rather than for exclusion.

The AXIS tool comprises 20 questions
across three domains: ‘study design’ (seven
questions); ‘reporting’ (seven questions); and
‘introduction of bias’ (six questions). The
responses to the questions are categorical
(‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘do not know’), rather than
numerically linear, to avoid inter-scale incon-
gruity. Each question was individually
appraised as either present (‘yes’) or not pre-
sent in the study (‘no’ or ‘do not know’). The
author created a sum out of 20 items, where
>16 indicated high-quality studies (Kiss et al.,
2018; Wong et al., 2018).

All studies were quality assessed by two
individual and independent raters using the
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Initial search of PsychINFO, PILOTS, PubMed, Web of science, Westlaw
UK, Business Source Premier and Criminal Justice Abstracts databases using
specified search terms and applied filters.

Search results n = 3289
PsychINFO = 1396, PILOTS = 458, PubMed = 615, Web of science =461,
Westlaw UK = 8, Business source premier = 140, Criminal justice abstracts
=211

Articles exported to EndNote
X9
n=3289

Titles and abstracts screened for
inclusion criteria
n=2303

N

Duplicates removed n = 986

A4

Articles excluded n = 2269

Articles read in full and
examined for specific inclusion
criteria

n=34

Articles excluded n = 24
Focus on direct trauma (n=14);

7

Total articles included for
review

n=10

Review (n=6);

Focus on coping strategies (n=1),
Focus on conceptual meanings
(n=2) Using qualitative method
(n=1).

Figure 1. PRISMA chart of shortlisting process.

same appraisal criteria to assess 50% of the
studies, which were randomly selected. Inter-
rater reliability showed a strong level of agree-
ment, k = .84, p < .001.

Results
Elicited studies’ characteristics

Ten articles satisfied inclusion criteria and
were included in the current review. All papers
were published between 2003 and 2019, were
cross-sectional in design and employed survey
methodology. Most studies were solely quanti-
tative, but one study reported mixed methods.
Five of the studies purposively surveyed their

target professional group, and the rest used
comparative between-groups designs. One art-
icle reported comparison data on mental health
professionals’ (MHPs’) and lawyers’ occupa-
tional distress, without data on sample size or
characteristics (Levin & Greisberg, 2003). The
remaining nine articles reported data from
1593 participants, 1454 of whom were legal
professionals (the remainder from comparator
professions). Legal professionals represented
in the papers comprised lawyers (N=907,
62.4%) and judges (N = 547, 37.6%), working
in different legal domains: immigration
(Lustig et al., 2008); asylum (Piwowarczyk
et al.,, 2009); and criminal/non-criminal law
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(Vrklevski & Franklin, 2008). In comparative
studies, legal professionals’ distress was vari-
ously compared to that of other professions,
such as social workers, MHPs, psychologists
(Levin & Greisberg, 2003; Maguire & Byrne,
2017), or administrative support staff (Levin
etal., 2011).

Across the nine studies, 52.6% were
female, and 46.3% were male, which is consist-
ent with distribution in Australia and Canada,
according to data from The Law Society of
New South Wales (LSNSW, 2016) and The
Federation of Law Societies of Canada (FLSC,
2017). The gender distribution in this review
(male: 65%) is different from reported statistics
in the USA according to the American Bar
Association (ABA, 2018). Age was reported
both in mean and in percentages per age group,
making direct comparison challenging. All
studies were completed in English-speaking
countries (Australia, Canada and the USA).
Only two studies offered data on ethnicity, both
reporting that a majority of the participants
were reported as either Caucasian or Anglo-
Saxon (Leclerc et al., 2020; Vrklevski &
Franklin, 2008). Sample characteristics are pre-
sented in detail in Table 2.

Methodological features

All studies employed survey design and con-
venience sampling. None of the studies
reported justification for the chosen sample
size, which may reflect the sampling method
or the exploratory nature of some of the stud-
ies. Two articles (Jaffe et al., 2003; Schrever
et al.,, 2019) made use of author-designed
questionnaire items. In between-group design
studies, the aim of the comparison group was
rarely justified or clarified further, mainly
methodological limitations inherent to compar-
ing two different professions.

All studies measured elements of indirect
exposure to trauma, either through validated
measures, or through development of their
questionnaire items. The studies operational-
ised secondary trauma in various ways: VT
(Jaffe et al., 2003; Levin & Greisberg, 2003;

Maguire & Byme, 2017; Vrklevski &
Franklin, 2008); PTSD (Leclerc et al., 2020);
STS (Lustig et al., 2008; Piwowarczyk et al.,
2009; Schrever et al., 2019); and CF (Levin
etal., 2011; Miller et al., 2018).

Measures focused predominantly on ele-
ments of secondary trauma (Vicarious Trauma
Scale, VTS; Impact of Events Scale—Revised,
[ES—1; Maslach’s Burnout Inventory—General
Survey, MBI-GS; Secondary Traumatic Stress
Scale, STSS; Life Events Checklist for
DSM-5, LEC-5, where DSM-5 = Diagnostic
and  Statistical ~Manual of  Mental
Disorders—Fifth Edition; Copenhagen Burnout
Inventory, CBI; Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
Checklist-5, PTSD Checklist for DSM-5
(PCL-5); Professional Quality of Life Scale,
ProQOL) and  psychological  distress
(Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale,
DASS-21; Kessler Psychological Distress
Scale, K—10; Center for Epidemiologic Studies
Depression  Scale, CES-D; International
Depression Literacy Survey, IDLS; Hopkins
Symptoms Checklist-25, HSCL-25).
Furthermore, studies made use of other specific
measures related to alcohol use (World Health
Organisation’s  Alcohol Use  Disorders
Identification Test, AUDIT), personality (Ten
Item Personality Measure, TIPI), functional
impairment (Sheehan Disability Scale, SDS)
and trauma/attachment beliefs (Trauma and
Attachment Belief Scale, TABS). Only one
study explicitly reported instructing partici-
pants to focus on work-related trauma and
indirect trauma exposure from clients (Leclerc
et al., 2020), making it questionable whether
reported secondary trauma scores were a result
of direct or indirect exposure. Variability in
constructs used, and hence measures, pre-
cluded direct comparisons between studies.

Methodological quality of included studies

The quality scores of the included studies
ranged from five to 17 criteria met, with one
article meeting the threshold for high quality
(>16). A summary of the studies’
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methodological quality according to specific
AXTIS items is provided in Table 3

The ‘quality of reporting’ category (seven
items) had the highest criteria met (M =5.6;
range = 1-7). Aims, target population and
methodology were described across most of
the studies, as were basic data and limitations.
However, four studies failed to report statis-
tical significance or precision estimates
appropriately.

The ‘study design’ category (seven items)
revealed fewer scores in criteria met (M =4;
range = 2-5). Most studies showed appropri-
ate design relevant to the proposed aims,
measured relevant outcome variables and
linked their results to the discussion. However,
none of the studies presented power calcula-
tions to justify their sample size, and only
three studies reported on conflicts of interest.
Three studies failed to report on ethical
approval or consent procedures.

The ‘risk of bias’ category (six items)
showed fewest criteria met (M =2.9; range =
0-5). Most studies used previously published
measures. Sampling methodology was primar-
ily informed by convenience sampling, which
has inherent limitations and difficulties in
addressing non-response bias.

Prevalence of secondary trauma

All but one reviewed study (Miller et al.,
2018), which reported perceived general stress,
reported the prevalence of secondary trauma.
Prevalence was reported in percentages and
through statistical comparison between occu-
pations. Two studies examining judges
revealed that the majority were experiencing
one or more symptoms of secondary trauma
(63%, Jaffe et al., 2003; 83.6%, Schrever
et al., 2019). When using PTSD screening
tools, 9% (Leclerc et al.,, 2020) and 11%
(Levin et al., 2011) of lawyers met the criteria
for PTSD. By interpreting STSS scores,
Schrever et al. (2019) reported that 30.4% of
the judicial officers qualified for a PTSD diag-
nosis. Piwowarczyk et al. (2009) found that
9% of their participants scored higher than

30 on the STSS scale, but without stating a
cut-off score or providing inferences based on
this score.

In studies comparing legal professionals’
secondary trauma to other occupations, PTSD
symptoms and psychological distress were
consistently reported as higher for legal profes-
sions: for attorneys than for social workers and
psychologists (Levin & Greisberg, 2003); for
lawyers than for MHPs (Maguire & Byrne,
2017); for lawyers than for administrative sup-
port staff (Levin et al., 2011); and for immi-
gration judges than for hospital or prison staff
(Lustig et al.,, 2008). Additionally, criminal
lawyers reported significantly higher second-
ary trauma scores than non-criminal lawyers
(Vrklevski & Franklin, 2008), and judges
reported significantly higher secondary trauma
scores than barristers (Schrever et al., 2019).
Most studies did not report on effect sizes
(Table 2). However, Maguire and Byme
(2017) reported a large effect size (d = 0.90)
for vicarious trauma on the VTS and a
medium effect size (+ = .40) for impact of
trauma on [ES—r when comparing lawyers and
MHPs. Levin et al. (2011) also found large
effect sizes from the PROQOL on burnout (d
= 0.98) and STS (d = 0.78) when comparing
lawyers and administrator staff.

Consequently, nine of the 10 papers report
elevated levels of secondary trauma in the
legal profession. Furthermore, all comparative
studies reported significantly higher scores in
the legal profession than in other professions,
though not all studies reported on effect sizes.
Prevalence of secondary trauma was primarily
reported as the presence of secondary trauma
symptoms or as meeting criteria for a
PTSD diagnosis.

Predictive factors

As demonstrated in Table 2 , all 10 studies col-
lected information regarding diverse predic-
tors. The author aims to present examined risk
factors and highlight similarities or differences
in key findings. The review considered both
associated factors emergent from the studies
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and results from predictive regression analy-
ses. Factors elicited were: gender; age; work
experience; personal trauma; trauma exposure;
and personality traits. In total, only three stud-
ies made use of linear regression analysis
examining different variables (Levin et al.,
2011; Maguire & Byrne, 2017; Miller et al.,
2018), which limits extensive examination of
the level of variance explained by
the predictors.

Gender

Six included articles reported on comparative
gender data as an influencing factor of second-
ary trauma in the legal profession, revealing
equivocal results and no reported effect sizes.
Some reported that females were more likely
than males to report STS symptoms (Jaffe
et al., 2003), meet a probable PTSD diagnosis
(Leclerc et al., 2020) or experience higher lev-
els of burnout and stress (Lustig et al., 2008).
Two studies reported no effect of gender on
STS (Levin et al., 2011; Maguire & Byrne,
2017). Miller et al. (2018) found that gender
was a mediator between social support and
outcome variables (burnout, perceived stress
and job performance), such that high levels of
social support related to lower levels of burn-
out, but only for males. Furthermore, reduced
social support in females showed adverse
effects on job performance.

Age

Three studies examining age as a predictor of
secondary trauma reported no significant effect
on reported secondary trauma (Levin et al.,
2011; Lustig et al., 2008, Maguire &
Byrne, 2017).

Personality traits

In the sole paper examining personality,
Maguire & Byre (2017) examined personal-
ity factors in secondary trauma between pro-
fessions (lawyers and MHPs). Through
hierarchical multiple regression analysis of
secondary trauma, profession accounted for

15% of the variance. Next, the personality trait
emotional stability (neuroticism) increased
explained variance by 20%. Four further per-
sonality traits (extroversion, openness, agree-
ableness and conscientiousness) explained
variance by a further 18%, and personal
trauma history added 6% to the explained vari-
ance. The authors framed their findings where
neuroticism/agreeableness were described as
potential risk factors and conscientiousness/
openness potential resilience factors for sec-
ondary trauma.

Direct personal trauma

Three of the studies suggested a personal his-
tory of trauma correlated with secondary
trauma symptoms. Maguire & Byrne (2017)
found that although direct trauma did not cor-
relate significantly with secondary trauma, it
contributed to 6% of the variance. Vrklevski
and Franklin (2008) found that direct trauma
impacted on secondary trauma, irrespective of
the level of trauma exposure at work. Leclerc
et al. (2020) also reported that prior trauma
was a significant distal factor of distress;
women who were reporting prior trauma and
elevated weekly hours at work had an
increased risk of developing depression and
anxiety symptoms.

Work experience/work hours

Contribution of work experience showed
mixed results, showing either no effect of
years of experience on psychological distress
(Leclerc et al., 2020; Levin et al., 2011) or
conversely that longer work experience pre-
dicted higher levels of STS (Jaffe et al., 2003)
and burnout (Miller et al., 2018). Leclerc et al.
(2020), whose study suggested a cumulative
effect of trauma exposure, noted that increased
weekly hours of work heightened the risk of
developing PTSD symptoms by 1.89 times.
Levin et al. (2011) also reported that weekly
work hours acted as a significant mediator in
developing STS symptoms, when comparing
attorneys and administrative support staff.



Secondary Trauma in the Legal Profession 817

Levin et al. (2011) examined the explained
variance of work hours and trauma exposure
with secondary trauma between professions
(attorneys and administrative staff). A direct
association model showed that attorneys were
associated with high levels of PTSD symp-
toms, which explained 7% of the variance.
When work-related exposure was added, the
model explained 14% of the variance. Next,
they found that attorneys were significantly
associated with high levels of STS and burn-
out, which explained 20% of the variance.
When including work hours and trauma expos-
ure as mediators, the model explained 32% of
the variance.

Level of indirect trauma exposure

Two studies reported within-profession com-
parisons to control for level of trauma expos-
ure. Leclerc et al. (2020) collected information
on the percentage of respondents’ caseload
containing clients experiencing trauma in the
past year, finding that the level of trauma
exposure increased the risk of developing
PTSD and resulted in higher levels of psycho-
logical distress and lower quality of life. Effect
sizes between levels of trauma exposure were:
no exposure and moderate exposure (medium;
d = 0.40); no exposure and high exposure
(large; d = 0.70); and moderate exposure and
high exposure (small to medium). Vrklevski
and Franklin’s (2008) comparison of criminal
and non-criminal lawyers reported that crim-
inal lawyers (arguably exposed to more trau-
matogenic material) were more likely to
develop secondary trauma symptoms and psy-
chological distress than non-criminal peers;
they also disclosed more difficulties relating to
self-safety, other-safety and other-intimacy
attachment beliefs.

Discussion

The current study is the first systematic review
to examine the prevalence and measurements
of secondary trauma in legal professionals and
associative and predictive factors of secondary

trauma. The review aimed to understand the
extent of any difficulties and what factors
might be amenable for mitigation or interven-
tion. After a systematic process of identifying,
interrogating and appraising available research
findings, 10 articles examining legal professio-
nals were chosen for review.

Prevalence and measurement

Appraisal and synthesis of the 10 elicited stud-
ies all revealed elevated reported levels of sec-
ondary trauma. The prevalence rate of one or
more symptoms of secondary trauma ranged
from 63% to 83.6%. A higher percentage of
the studies’ populations met the DSM criteria
for a PTSD diagnosis, ranging from 9% to
30.4%. The prevalence was significantly
higher than reported numbers from The World
Health Organisation world mental health sur-
vey (Koenen et al., 2017) reporting cross-
national lifetime prevalence of PTSD at 3.9%.
As some studies did not indicate whether they
instructed participants to only consider second-
ary trauma when completing questionnaires, it
is unclear whether reported secondary trauma
scores were a result of direct or indirect expos-
ure, or a combination of the two.

Comparative studies also revealed that
legal professionals reported significantly
higher levels of secondary trauma than MHPs,
social workers, psychologists, and administra-
tive, hospital and prison staff. Comparisons
were also made within the legal professions,
where criminal lawyers had higher levels of
secondary trauma than non-criminal lawyers,
and judges were found to have higher levels
than barristers. Despite these findings, the
results should be interpreted with caution due
to the poor scientific methodology in most of
the chosen studies.

The disparate studies reflected the concep-
tual confusion in the area of secondary trauma,
which inhibited the direct comparison of effect
sizes and prevalence rates across key findings.
As such, prevalence was more distinctly
reported in this review as meeting a diagnosis
of PTSD, rather than other typical secondary
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trauma terms. Moreover, the studies used a
mixture of non-validated explorative questions
and validated instruments on trauma (IES-r,
PCL-5, LEC), burnout (MBI, CBI), secondary
trauma (VTS, STSS, ProQOL) and general
psychological distress.

Predictors and associated factors

Across the 10 studies, only two consistent find-
ings were found; age was unrelated to secondary
trauma, and levels of trauma exposure consist-
ently correlated with secondary trauma levels.
The results from the remaining proposed varia-
bles were inconsistently found across studies,
notably gender, work experience, history of per-
sonal trauma and personality traits. These find-
ings were inconsistent with results from a
review on secondary trauma in first responders
(Greinacher et al., 2019), which found effects of
age, gender and previous trauma. Mediators
reported in the current studies, which contributed
to the variance of secondary trauma, included
work hours, trauma exposure, personality traits
and personal trauma history. Again, these find-
ings should be interpreted with caution.

The current review only reported on factors
presented in the 10 articles. This does not
exclude the possibility of several other potential
factors, which were not presented in the current
review. Interestingly, organisational information
was not collected in any of the 10 articles.
The lack of consideration around organisa-
tional contexts could promote blame on indi-
viduals rather than acknowledging how the
organisation could play a part in occupational
distress. One could speculate that an indi-
vidualistic culture could limit resilience-
building schemes, which are protective of
secondary trauma — such as peer support or
supervision (James, 2020).

Methodological limitations

Analysis of the chosen articles for review
revealed multiple methodological flaws and
considerable variation in quality and scientific

rigour. All studies made use of self-report
measures and convenience sampling, which
elicits several limitations such as social-
desirability bias, confirmation bias and selec-
tion bias. Moreover, as several studies were
exploratory, they made use of questionnaire
items that had not been validated. It is hard to
assume that the studies were measuring what
they intended, especially considering the cur-
rent conceptual difficulties.

In the studies that made use of control
groups, the substantial differences in occupa-
tion could have contributed to numerous con-
founding variables. Furthermore, when
comparing the effects of reported trauma
exposure with secondary trauma measures,
one could argue that they measure very similar
constructs on which the measures were based.
In that regard, it is unclear whether the results
in those cases depict significant effects or
whether they are merely confirming construct
validity in the secondary trauma measures.
Most of the studies did not adequately control
for trauma exposure to indicate a valid effect
of secondary trauma.

Consistent results relating to the high
prevalence of secondary trauma could indi-
cate a presence of publication bias, specific-
ally as all presented articles were published
in peer-reviewed journal articles. Among the
risk factors, the only observed consistent
results were age and trauma exposure.
There seems to be a high need for further
examination of the inconsistent factors: gen-
der; work experience; and  personal
trauma history.

Given the numerous methodological limi-
tations and variability in quality appraisal
scores, the results should be interpreted with
caution. Overall, interpretations of the findings
were challenging due to the methodological
and conceptual limitations inherent in the lit-
erature. Nevertheless, the current review of the
chosen articles contributed to some note-
worthy findings that might prove useful in
informing future research.
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Implications

Despite the relatively few studies, the disparate
measurement and some equivocal findings, the
results from this review signify the importance
of understanding secondary trauma in occupa-
tions other than health and social work. Whilst
the findings from this review should be inter-
preted with caution, they could have implica-
tions for diagnostic manuals that currently
focus on first responders and health professions.
Interestingly, by opening the diagnostic criteria
to other professions, their occupational distress
could be taken seriously in academia and med-
ical environments. However, implementing pro-
fessions within the PTSD-diagnosis might also
contribute to a risk of pathologising normal
responses to adverse traumatogenic exposure.

Though the legal profession might not be
traditionally viewed as high risk of trauma
exposure, the results suggest that is not the
case. Addressing elevated secondary trauma
levels is essential not only to promote profes-
sional wellbeing and sustainability of their
careers, but also given their need to argue for
delivery of best evidence, judicial reviews and
enacting the law. As health professionals
receive supervision and trauma training, they
might be better equipped in dealing with indir-
ect trauma exposure. Findings from the current
review could emphasise the need for training
and support available for legal professionals
with high trauma exposure through their work.
However, the distinct individualistic focus
within the studies prohibits any examination of
the development of resilience, or perceived
organisational support. Perhaps the recognised
absence of organisational data could have
implications for reviewing legal professionals’
individualistic culture.

Strengths and limitations

The current study is the first systematic review
to examine secondary trauma prevalence, pre-
dictors and associated factors in the legal pro-
fession. The inclusion criteria allowed for a
range of legal professions to be included.
However, despite this breadth, the search only

elicited a small number of articles fitting the
full inclusion criteria. This indicates that this
area of research is still in its infancy. The cur-
rent review emphasises a great need to
improve research quality and quantity within
this area of study. Additionally, this review
usefully highlights that professions other than
health and social work might be affected by
indirect trauma exposure.

However, the present review is also sub-
ject to several limitations. Given the consider-
able variability in conceptual understanding
and methodology, this inhibited the opportun-
ity for adequate comparison of effect sizes.
Although the review has contributed to an
understanding of the research aims, they may
not have been addressed in a way that pro-
vided a definite answer. Moreover, this study
solely focused on quantitative research, where
qualitative sources could have provided a
richer comprehension of the experience and
meaning-making with the presented concept
and population.

This review focused solely on the psycho-
logical construct of secondary trauma. It is
important to note that the legal profession
might experience other elements of occupa-
tional and psychological distress. Secondary
trauma is merely one possible difficulty within
a greater context.

Future research

As this is a relatively understudied area, the
possibilities for future research are enormous.
Future research would benefit from greater
consensus on what constitutes professional dis-
tress, where conceptual clarification would
have an impact beyond exploration of legal
professions. As it follows, psychometric
instruments would also benefit from compara-
tive analyses as well as conceptual clarification
and target groups.

Clear articles with conventional research
structures could contribute to academic profes-
sionals giving greater attention to this vital
subject. Research would also benefit from the
development of more scientifically robust
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methods, especially in consideration of voca-
tional control groups. Addressing the afore-
mentioned methodological weaknesses could
contribute to more scientifically precise find-
ings. Partly, this would include diversifying
sampling methodology and addressing non-
responders. Moreover, the sources of partici-
pants are only recruited in Australia and
Northern America, in countries subject to an
adversarial jurisdictional system. Potentially
examining European inquisitorial systems
would elucidate the topic further.

The 10 selected articles comprised several
professions with differences that could benefit
from further consideration of the topic of sec-
ondary trauma. Lawyers and judges in crim-
inal, asylum and immigration law might be
more exposed to traumatised individuals than
those in other areas of the law. Also, it would
be useful to examine how judges’ responsibil-
ities of making rulings and decisions, seem-
ingly without the influence of emotions,
relationships or other factors, are potentially
influenced by moral distress and second-
ary trauma.

Given an over-emphasis on potential pre-
dictive and associated factors located in indi-
vidual vulnerability, future developments
could focus on factors underpinning resilience
as well as deficits, organisational and training
contexts, which feature in understanding pro-
fessional distress in other professions
(Greinacher et al., 2019; MacEachern et al.,
2011). Within this, there are several possibil-
ities of experimental designs examining the
implementation of organisational changes,
peer support or coping strategies.

Conclusions

This review is the first to provide collated
information from a systematic literature search
regarding secondary trauma prevalence, pre-
dictors and associated factors within the legal
profession. The results indicated a high preva-
lence of secondary trauma within this popula-
tion. It also emphasised the importance of

further exploration regarding predictors of sec-
ondary trauma and suggested improvements
for future research. As such, this article high-
lights the risk of indirect exposure to trauma in
legal professions. However, considering the
small number of articles and poor quality of
research the findings are subject to great scru-
tiny. Therefore, this review emphasises the
need for more scientifically robust research on
this topic.
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